Gore should win the latter easily. Bush should carry the former handily. But in the tight Bush-Gore contest, margins will be crucial. And the ability of Nader to win votes in liberal Democratic strongholds and Buchanan to draw votes in conservative Republican enclaves could critically affect the outcome of the entire presidential election.
In 1996, Nader ran a less than energetic campaign that arguably cost the Clinton-Gore ticket only one state, Colorado. This year, though, Nader has campaigned much more actively and could undercut Gore's ability to carry a number of environmentally conscious states from Maine to the Pacific Northwest.
Nader's potential to hurt Gore has overshadowed Buchanan's potential to hurt Bush. But Buchanan won roughly 3 million votes in each of his Republican primary runs in 1992 and 1996, and could carve deeply enough into the conservative GOP base Nov. 7 to put Bush at risk in states where the vote turns out to be razor close. This year's tandem of third parties is quite different than other major efforts of the recent past. Ross Perot in the 1990s and John B. Anderson in 1980 both ran as moderates, seeking votes, in essence,
This year's tandem of third parties is quite different than other major efforts of the recent past.
from disaffected centrists. George C. Wallace in 1968 ran a conservative, Southern-based campaign that was an outgrowth of racial turmoil within the Democratic Party.
In a way, this year's scenario looks more like 1948, when Henry A. Wallace mounted a major challenge from the left and Strom Thurmond a Southern-based challenge from the right. But even then, both third parties reflected dissension within Democratic ranks, and incumbent Harry Truman surmounted them both to win re-election.
This year, Nader is nibbling at the Democratic base, Buchanan at the Republican. But their campaigns are as much about the future as they are about Nov. 7.
For both, the prime target is 5% of the nationwide popular vote. That is the threshold to qualify their party for federal funding in the next presidential election, and a guaranteed place in the political landscape of 2004.
Ross Perot won $12.6 million in funding for the Reform Party this year by drawing 8% of the vote as its candidate in 1996. But the 5% threshold is not that easy to reach. Throughout nearly two centuries of popular voting for president, only 13 third-party candidates have reached 5% of the vote, and only once, in 1912, have two candidates met that threshold in the same year.
Perot, of course, is the most recent candidate to reach 5%, and is the only one in American history to have done it twice -as an independent in 1992 when he took 19% of the vote, and as the nominee of the fledgling Reform Party in 1996.
But as a Texas billionaire, Perot had personal access to campaign funds that Nader and Buchanan can only dream of. And in 1992, Perot benefited tremendously by being included in the presidential debates.
Also, Perot was on the ballot in all 50 states both times he ran, something that neither Nader or Buchanan has accomplished this year. According to the Federal Election Commission, Nader will not be on the ballot in seven states, including some fair-sized ones: Georgia, Indiana, North Carolina and Oklahoma. M eanwhile, Buchanan will not be on the ballot in Michigan, the state where he drew his largest share of the Republican primary vote in 1996. And in several states, he lost the Reform Party designation to John Hagelin, the Natural Law Party candidate, who engaged Buchanan in a bitter fight for the Reform Party nomination this summer.
But third parties these days appear to be competing for votes in an increasingly favorable environment. As the number of independent voters across the country has steadily grown, there has been an increased willingness in recent years to consider third-party options.
Over the course of the 1990s, independent governors were elected in Alaska, Connecticut and Maine, as well as Jesse Ventura on the Reform Party line in Minnesota (he has since become an independent).
There are independent House members now from Vermont and the Southside of Virginia.
And in the presidential elections of 1992 and 1996, the third-party vote reached double digits percentage-wise for the first time in back-to-back elections since the eve of the Civil War.
The latter was a volatile political period that gave birth to the Republican Party. While nothing that dramatic seems in the offing now, the nation could very well be in the midst of making a different transition -from a two-party system to a two-and-a-half party system, with a place for a third party or two as permanent players. The vote Nov. 7 will help tell how far along in that process we are.
NADER VOTE BY STATE
R alph Nader's energetic presidential campaign this year stands in sharp contrast to his first try as the Green Party nominee in 1996, when he campaigned sparingly, raised little money and appeared on barely 20 state ballots.
In his first run four years ago, Nader ran best in the Pacific Coast states and upper New England. He was weakest in the South. Nader, though, did not make the ballot in some of the nation's largest states, including Florida, Illinois, Michigan, Ohio, Pennsylvania and Texas.
Altogether, Nader received 685,040 votes (0.7% of the national total), with more than one-third of his total from California alone. Only in Colorado, though, could the case be made that Nader cost the Clinton-Gore ticket the state. Nader drew more than 2% in 1996 Nader drew less than 2% in 1996 States where Nader was not on ballot
TOP NADER COUNTIES IN 1996
There were 20 counties across the country in 1996 in which Green Party candidate Ralph Nader drew at least 5% of the vote.
As a whole, they were environmentally conscious counties, either certifiably liberal or with a maverick voting streak. About half were on or near the Pacific Coast, from the San Francisco Bay area north to the Canadian border.
Beyond that, the list of Nader's best counties four years ago was an eclectic mix. T he handoff of the Reform Party baton from Ross Perot to Pat Buchanan has been anything but smooth, in part because the two have quite different bases of support. That shows up not only in poll numbers, but from a look at the national map.
In 1996, Ross Perot and Pat Buchanan both made their second bids for the White House -Perot as the nominee of the fledgling Reform Party, Buchanan as an unsuccessful contender in the Republican primaries.
Of the top dozen states for each, they overlapped in only one, Maine.
Perot's best states were nearly all in the northern half of the country, from Maine to Alaska. Virtually all of them were small states population-wise. And as in 1992, when Perot ran as an independent, a disproportionate number of his leading states were in the Plains and Mountain West.
Buchanan's appeal has been skewed more to the South. Five of his top dozen Republican primary showings in both 1992 and 1996 were in Dixie, anchored each time by a trio of states in the Deep South -Georgia, Louisiana and South Carolina. Many of his other top GOP primary showings came in New England and the industrial Midwest.
Buchanan's best state percentage-wise in 1992 was New Hampshire; in 1996, it was Michigan. But a sour note for Buchanan this year is that Michigan is the only state where his name will not appear on the ballot.
Percentages in the charts below are based on official returns. States that were among Perot's top dozen in both the 1992 and 1996 general elections are indicated in bold type, as are states that were among Buchanan's best in the Republican primaries of both 1992 and 1996. 
The Track Record of Current Third Parties
The Prohibition and Socialist parties are still around, but the third parties that have drawn the most votes in recent presidential voting are relatively new to the scene.
The oldest of the group, the Libertarians, have been running presidential candidates since 1972; the others, only since the 1990s. But two of the newest parties, the Reform and Green parties, were the top vote-getting third parties in 1996 and are expected to lead the way again this year, though probably in reverse order.
Meanwhile, the Libertarian Party peaked in its early years, approaching 1 million votes in the presidential election of 1980. But the Libertarians were overshadowed that year by the independent candidacy of John Anderson, and have not come close to realizing their goal of becoming an integral part of a three-party America.
The votes in the chart below are for each party's presidential ticket, and the percentages represent each party's share of the nationwide popular vote. The U.S. Taxpayers Party changed its name to the Constitution Party prior to this year's campaign. 
U.S. Taxpayers/ Green

THIRD PARTIES IN THE POLLS
M ajor third-party presidential candidates tend to peak in the spring, summer or early fall, then to steadily lose ground as Election Day approaches. Generally, they lack the money, the exposure and the prospect of victory that is needed to keep many of their potential supporters from drifting away to the Democrats and Republicans.
A conspicuous exception was Ross Perot, who gained ground in the polls in the final weeks of both his 1992 and 1996 campaigns. Perot was helped immensely by two factors that other third-party candidates have not benefited from -access to a personal fortune, and in 1992, inclusion in all the presidential debates.
In late September that year, Perot stood at 7% in the Gallup Poll, having just reentered a race he had quit in July. On Election Day, Perot won 19% of the popular vote.
Gallup Poll numbers are presented below for all third-party and independent candidates since World War II who won at least 5% of the presidential vote. The highs and lows thus far for this year's most significant third-party candidates, Ralph Nader and Pat Buchanan, are indicated in italics. 
House Races to Watch
Marginal and Open Seats
Control of the House of Representatives is apt to be determined this November by the outcome of the comparatively small number of seats that are either open or held by House "marginals." For the purpose of this chart, the latter are incumbents who were elected in 1998 with less than 52% of the total vote.
Within each category, some seats are clearly more vulnerable than others.
A veteran incumbent that last won with less than 52% of the vote is normally more vulnerable than a freshman, who is just beginning his congressional career.
Similarly, an open district that heavily favors one party is going to draw much less attention than one in highly competitive terrain. And the presidential vote in a district is a major tool in determining its terrain. 
